Making Sense of Inclusion in Teacher Education for Sustainability: Transformative Power of Action Research  by Gedzune, Inga
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  1428 – 1432 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.410 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Educational Sciences - WCES 2013 
Making sense of inclusion in teacher education for sustainability: 
Transformative power of action research 
Inga Gedzune  
Daugavpils University, 1-432 Parades Street, Daugavpils LV-5401, Latvia 
Abstract 
This paper reports on a fragment of an action research – a case of learning about human inclusion in the natural and 
social world in the context of implementing pre-service teacher education for sustainability in a regional university. 
27 student participants engaged in a series of reflexive activities involving individual deliberation and discourse in 
pairs, which were focused on making sense of the essence of and preconditions for an inclusive relationship. 
Findings from qualitative content analysis of data cast the said learning experience in a favorable light as one 
facilitating transformation in pre-service teachers’ sense-making and as supporting reflexive practice.  
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays teacher education for sustainability seeks to prepare educators for helping the young to make sense of 
the world they find themselves in, understand themselves with respect to the surrounding social and natural 
environment and discover better ways of being and living together. Quest for such more sustainable ways of being 
in the great community of existence necessitates embracing inclusion – an individual’s way of positioning with 
regards to the world, which entails an understanding of one’s inherent connectedness and interdependence with all 
that is, affectionate care for the wellbeing of otherness and a commitment to act in ways that enhance it (Schultz, 
2002).  It is a fundamental change in the assumptions which govern the way individuals perceive the world and 
themselves as well as in subsequent practice as persons act upon their assumptions. In terms of transformative 
learning theory (Mezirow, 2000), a change towards a more sustainable relationship among humans as well as 
between humans and nonhuman nature requires a transformation in humans’ frames of reference towards inclusion. 
Reflection on experience and the ways to make sense of it is key in promoting this transformation (Cranton, 2002). 
This paper reports on a case of facilitating such reflection among pre-service teachers currently on their way to 
becoming educators who are capable of helping their pupils achieve a similar change in perspective. More 
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specifically, the study aims to ascertain the transformative power of reflection on the concept of inclusion through 
tracing the ways pre-service teachers make sense of this issue following an individual contemplation and 
involvement in discourse with peers. 
2. Context and method of the study 
The study was conducted within a mandatory course “Education for Sustainable Development” taken by first-
year students of professional bachelor study programs “Preschool Teacher” and “Basic Education Teacher” at a 
regional university in Latvia. Its inclusion in the block of theoretical studies determines the format of course 
implementation (weekly alternating lectures and seminars), which enables subsequent reflection on and discussion 
of previously covered theoretical material to facilitate sense-making and personal commitment among students. 
Action research (Reason & Bradbury, 2008) is used as an approach to organizing an ongoing inquiry into the 
tutor’s experience of course implementation and the students’ experiences of course acquisition. Course 
implementation and acquisition are thus conceptualized as tutor’s and students’ reflexive practice (Leitch & Day, 
2000; Gravett, 2004). The focus of the students’ inquiry is tracing the development of their understanding of 
sustainability and implications raised for education in general and themselves in particular to enhance it. The tutor’s 
inquiry is directed towards seeking better ways of organizing the students’ learning for and about sustainability and 
enriching the frames of reference that they use to make sense of this issue with an orientation towards inclusion. 
2.1. Data gathering 
27 students together with their tutor participated in the action research phase reported on in this paper. Data were 
collected in March 2012. By that point, the students had already explored and debated the meanings of the concept 
of sustainability and an education aimed at enhancing sustainable living. Following a lecture about philosophical 
(holistic) underpinnings of sustainability where inclusive and exclusionary modes of being and their implications for 
facilitating or obstructing sustainability in relationships between the diverse parts of the global whole were brought 
to the students’ attention, a home assignment was suggested where the learners were encouraged to reflect on the 
meanings they attach to the concept of an individual’s inclusion in the social and natural world. The students were 
asked to describe their perception of inclusion (what it essentially means) with three keywords ranked in the order of 
importance and provide a brief comment to each of the rankings. The same format of reflection was proposed for 
contemplating the preconditions for inclusion (what is necessary in order to achieve it). 
This initial, individual reflection extending beyond the formal university setting was followed by a second round 
of reflection. During a seminar held the following week, the students worked in pairs to talk about their insights 
from the first reflection. Engagement in discourse with a peer was then followed by another round of written 
individual reflection on the essence of and preconditions for inclusion, by following a previously established pattern 
– three keywords ranked in the order of importance and a brief comment for each. Finally, the students engaged in 
an individual, written reflection on their reflection – considered if and how their perspectives had changed during 
the above-described learning experience. 
The data gathered from the thus-organized series of reflection were used for subsequent analysis to determine the 
content and dynamics of pre-service teachers’ sense-making – what meanings they attach to the concept of inclusion 
and if and how these meanings change after individual reflection followed by discourse with peers. 
2.2. Paths of analysis 
All student-generated keywords and accompanying comments were transcribed in Ms Excel and qualitative 
content analysis (Granenheim & Lundman, 2004) was used to establish patterns in the data pool. Firstly, the analysis 
was focused on determining the dynamics of students’ sense-making: did secondary reflection which immediately 
followed discourse with peers in the form of pair discussion (articulating and sharing one’s views, hearing and 
trying to comprehend those of others) reveal some changes in the way the students made sense of inclusion and its 
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prerequisites? To determine it, the data drawn from each student were analyzed separately. Secondly, the analysis 
was aimed at elucidating the content of the students’ reflection in the entire inquiry group – what meanings did the 
group tend to attach to inclusion and to the prerequisites for such a form of relationships; to what extent was the 
students’ perception of inclusion and its prerequisites diverse; could traces of a more or less shared understanding be 
identified? To do so, the weight of each of the keywords proposed and ranked by the students was calculated (first in 
rank – three points, second in rank – two points and third in rank – one point). If a keyword was proposed and 
ranked repeatedly within the group, its weight was determined in each of the instances and subsequently summed. 
3. Insights from the study 
Table 1 summarizes the changes detected in students’ sense-making of inclusion and its prerequisites after the 
second round of reflection. Following a learning experience which entailed sharing their views and listening to those 
of their peers, almost two thirds of the students appear to have undergone some degree of transformation in their 
perspectives on inclusion and its prerequisites – a change of priorities and/or enrichment with novel ideas borrowed 
from or inspired by co-learners. 
Content-wise, the students’ sense-making emerged as characterized by a substantial diversity, though patterns 
indicating a shared understanding were also detected. The 27 students were found to use 40 different keywords to 
make sense of the meaning of inclusion (with 17 of them repeated at least twice across the group) after the first 
reflection. Discourse in pairs appeared to slightly increase uniformity since the number of different keywords used 
in the group dropped to 34 while instances of repetition augmented to 19. A similar pattern was identified in the 
students’ sense-making of the prerequisites for inclusion with the tendency towards uniformity even more distinct 
(45 different keywords with 19 of them repeated after the first reflection and 36 and 15 respectively after the 
second). This evidence yields further support to the above suggestion about the transformative power of individual 
reflection, which enables articulation of the learners’ perspective on an issue of concern, followed by engagement in 
discourse with peers, which in turn allows for an exchange of opinions and a broadening of views. 
Table 2 summarizes the most popular meanings attributed to inclusion in the inquiry group (the keywords with 
weight above six points since, unfortunately, the spatial limitations of this paper preclude a more extensive 
analysis). The findings suggest that the students’ understanding of inclusion tends to be hinged on comprehending 
the connectedness or unity of human and nonhuman elements in the global community of life where justice 
appraisals underscore the moral right of all life to command respect, love and freedom in fulfilling one’s role, thus 
sustaining harmony in the great symphony of existence. Extracts from students’ comments support this claim. 
An intimate, inclusive relationship envisages honoring other forms of life on the Earth. Love is at the bottom 
of all – love towards people and towards nature. 
We are all elements of a greater whole. Humans must understand (..) that we are a part of nature and cannot 
exist outside of it. All life is valuable. Humans must live in harmony with nature and in ethically concerned 
relationships. There has to be a moral responsibility for all life! 
Moral education and resulting internal transformation in the system of values embraced by humanity emerge as a 
running thread in the fabric of meaning concerned with preconditions for inclusion. Nourishment of love, respect 
and responsibility towards otherness, be it human or nonhuman, is the direction suggested by the students in 
pursuing inclusive relationships in a sustainable world. Pre-service teachers’ awareness of the contribution of 
education in facilitating such a transformation, which emerged during individual reflection and increased after 
engagement in discourse with peers, is a promising sign in that future professionals appear conscious of their role 
and responsibility in advancing an inclusive way of being among the young. Comments proposed by the participants 
yield further evidence to this claim. 
Humanity should aim to achieve a transformation from the pillaging of the Earth to a mutually beneficial, 
symbiotic relationship. We must realize that all living beings have the right to live and flourish. There has to 
be a values orientation, perhaps slightly different for everyone, but with an ultimate measure of value – the 
wellbeing of life. 
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Since early childhood we must teach our children so that they have knowledge of values, ethical and moral 
principles; teach them to love and respect the surrounding environment because we are nature and therefore 
bound to protect and care for it. 
Table 1. Change in students’ sense-making of inclusion after the second reflection 
 
Types of change among students (n=27) Essence of inclusion 
Preconditions 
for inclusion 
Change in none of the three keywords  10 6 
completely preserved perspective and priority (all three retained) 10 6 
Change in one of the three keywords  4 2 
strongly preserved perspective and priority (two retained, one new) 4 2 
Change in two of the three keywords  9 15 
slightly preserved perspective and considerably affected priority (one retained, two moved) 0 1 
slightly enriched perspective and affected priority (one different, one retained, one moved) 1 3 
considerably enriched perspective and unaffected priority (two different, one retained) 7 7 
considerably enriched perspective and slightly affected priority (two different, one moved) 1 4 
Change in all three keywords  4 4 
affected priority (same three keywords moved ) 0 1 
slightly enriched perspective and considerably affected priority (one different, two moved) 1 1 
completely altered perspective (all three different ) 3 2 
 
Table 2. Students’ sense-making of inclusion: prevailing meanings 
 
Essence of inclusion Preconditions for inclusion 
First reflection Weight Second reflection Weight First reflection Weight Second reflection Weight 
respect 12 understanding 17 (moral) education 16 (moral) education 26 
understanding 12 justice 13 understanding 12 responsibility 16 
unity 11 respect 11 respect 11 understanding 12 
justice 10 unity 10 unity 7 (change of) values 9 
love 9 friendship 9   communication 8 
belonging 9 love 9   respect 7 
harmony 8 belonging 9   love 7 
values 8 freedom 7     
freedom 7       
4. Feedback from participants: appraisal of the learning experience 
The final stage in the above-described learning experience was the students’ evaluation thereof in a free written 
form (reflection on reflection). The pre-service teachers appreciated the opportunity to become engaged with a 
diversity of perspectives on an issue of concern (“other people thought differently about this topic, everyone has 
their own way of looking at it”) as well as noted different degrees of transformation in their way of perceiving it – 
reported on a change in priority (“my perception of the preconditions for inclusion has changed – I ranked harmony 
as the most important”) and even acknowledged having enriched their perspective with nuances that they had not 
been able to perceive before (“my thoughts have changed – I’ve realized that inclusion has a lot more related 
keywords (..) I even gained some new ideas to contemplate”). These findings cast the proposed learning experience 
in a favorable light as one facilitating changes in the sets of assumptions that learners use for making sense of an 
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issue under study or, in terms of transformative learning theory, promoting a transformation in their frames of 
reference. 
5. Conclusion 
The present study being a fragment of a small-scale action research into the particulars of local practice limits the 
possibility of abstract generalization (Pring, 2004). Yet it can still be useful in illuminating and inspiring practice in 
similar contexts. The study indicates a marked tendency for pre-service teachers to make sense of an inclusive 
relationship between a human individual and the social and natural environment in moral terms, emphasizing the 
dimension of justice. Moral education about and into the values embraced by humanity is seen as a means to an end 
of inclusive, sustainable living. Thus, prospective educators appear mindful of the importance of their personal and 
professional contribution to advancing an ethically-grounded vision of sustainability.  
Additionally, the study suggests some evidence in favor of using individual reflection in combination with 
discourse with peers as an approach to facilitating transformation in learners’ frames of reference. Change in priority 
and enrichment of perspective with novel ideas emerge as the outcomes of a thus-organized learning. These findings 
underscore the necessity to shape the process of learning for and about sustainability in teacher education in the 
format of action research, which would allow time and space for the learners to individually mull over the meanings 
of complex, relational issues inherent in the sustainability debate as well as become involved in a give-and-take 
deliberation with their peers in an atmosphere of openness, caring and trust. Such experiences during training appear 
to render future teachers appreciative of the fruits of reflexive and discursive inquiry into their ways of framing 
relational issues and acting upon own considerations. It is to be hoped that the detected recognition of the 
transformative power of individual reflection and discourse with colleagues as well as crediting the legitimacy and 
value of insights drawn this way have significant implications for future teachers’ individual and professional 
development, helping them grow as reflexive practitioners who are committed to teaching about and, crucially, for 
inclusion and sustainability. 
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